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(54) Exposure method and exposure apparatus using near-field light and exposure mask 



(57) A photolithography method using near-field 
light comprises a step of controlling the position of an 
exposure mask and an object to be processed so as to 
make the object to be located in a region where near- 
field light is present, and a step of exposing the object 



to near-field light while controlling the intensity of such 
light as a function of the aperture density of the exposure 
mask. The intensity of near-field light is controlled by 
modifying the aperture width or modifying the transmit- 
tivity of the exposure mask depending on the aperture 
density. 
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Description 

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 
Field of the Invention 

[0001] This invention relates to an exposure method 
and an exposure apparatus using near-field light and al- 
so to an exposure mask. More particularly, the present 
invention relates to an exposure method, an exposure 
apparatus and an exposure mask to be used for micro- 
processing operations exceeding the limit imposed from 
the wavelength of light. 

Related Background Art 

[0002] Photolithography needs to be adapted to mi- 
cro-processing operations involving ever-increasingly 
reduced dimensions in order to keep pace with the cur- 
rent technological advancement in the field of large ca- 
pacity semiconductor memories and high-speed 
processing/highly integrated CPU processors. 
[0003] Generally, the limit to micro-processing opera- 
tions of a photolithography apparatus is defined by the 
wavelength of light used with the apparatus. Therefore, 
the wavelength of light that is used for photolithography 
apparatus has been reduced. 

Currently, near ultraviolet laser beams are used to real- 
ize micro-processing operations involving dimensions 
of about 0.1 um. However, as the trend of photolithog- 
raphy toward more reduced dimensions goes on for mi- 
cro-processing operations, there arise problems such 
as availability of laser beams of shorter wavelengths 
and lenses that can be used for micro-processing oper- 
ations that deal with dimensions smaller than 0.1 um 
[0004] Meanwhile, micro-processing apparatus real- 
ized by utilizing the configuration of a scanning near- 
field optical microscope (to be referred to as SNOM 
hereinafter) have been proposed as means using light 
for micro-processing operations involving dimensions 
less than 0.1 um For example, such an apparatus is 
designed to locally expose an area of photoresist having 
dimensions smaller than the wavelength of light to near- 
field light seeping out of a micro-aperture smaller than 
100nm. 

[0005] However, the micro-processing operation of a 
photolithography apparatus realized by utilizing the con- 
figuration of a SNOM is like that of using a single 
processing probe (or a few number of probes) and can- 
not expect a large throughput. 
[0006] As an attempt for dissolving this problem, Jap- 
anese Patent Application Laid-Open No. 8-179493 dis- 
closes an arrangement using a prism relative to an op- 
tical mask and incident light is made to strike the prism 
with an angle that causes total reflection so as to transfer 
the entire pattern of the optical mask to the photoresist, 
using the near-field light seeping out from the total re- 
flection plane. 



[0007] On the other hand, Japanese Patent Applica- 
tion Laid-Open No. 11-072607 discloses an aperture 
pattern that can be formed on a mask. According to this 
patent document, when a pattern having apertures that 
s are 150 nm to 1 u,m large and arranged at a pitch of 0.6 
to 1 .8 u,m, light is transmitted through the aperture array 
at a rate higher than the rate at which light is made to 
directly enter the apertures if a specific pitch is selected 
for the arrangement of apertures as a function of the 
wavelength of incident light that is between 0.5 and 1 .0 
u/n. Thus, Transmission of propagated light is in- 
creased. 

[0008] This phenomenon is believed to boil down to 
the well known phenomenon of Wood's anomaly that, 
as the pitch of arrangement of bars of a diffraction grat- 
ing comes close to the wavelength of light used for ex- 
posure, the reflected light becomes mostly the zero-or- 
der diffracted light. (Refer to M. Tsuruta, "The Pencil of 
Light" (1 984)" and "Electromagnetic Theory of Gratings" 
ed. by R. Petet (1980).) 

[0009] In view of the fact that the intensity of light 
transmitted through the aperture array varies periodical- 
ly as a function of the wavelength of light, it can be as- 
sumed that there exists a certain periodic condition un- 
der which a resonance will occur between the pitch of 
the aperture array and the wavelength of the incident 
light. This is a phenomenon with respect to propagated 
light and may involve the following problems if it is ap- 
plied to light exposure. 

[0010] First, the dimension of processing is limited to 
a size within a range between half and twice the expo- 
sure wavelength since the phenomenon is caused to oc- 
cur in the resonance region. Second, the exposure 
wavelength cannot be selected independently of the di- 
mension of processing since the condition of resonance 
must be satisfied. Third, the above phenomenon is ob- 
served in the far field region with respect to propagated 
light, it cannot be immediately applied to the near field 
region. 

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION 

[0011] While the above described phenomenon re- 
lates to propagated light, the inventors of the present 
invention have found that the intensity of near-field light 
also changes as a function of the density of apertures 
on a mask. Therefore, the intensity of near-field light 
changes when masks with different aperture densities 
are or a mask having areas with different aperture den- 
sities is used for exposure so that it is difficult to form a 
uniform pattern because the pattern is apt to become 
uneven due to the uneven exposure to light. 
[0012] In view of the above circumstances, it is there- 
fore the object of the present invention to provide an ex- 
posure method, an exposure apparatus and an expo- 
sure mask that can form a uniform pattern when using 
near-field light. 

[0013] According to the invention, the above object is 
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achieved by providing an exposure method using near- 
field light, the method comprising: 

a step of controlling the position of an exposure 
mask to control the distance between the exposure 
mask and an object to be processed so as to make 
the object to be located in a region where near-field 
light is present; and 

a step of exposing the object to be processed to light 
by controlling the intensity of near-field light as a 
function of the aperture density of the exposure 
mask. 

[0014] According to the invention, there is also pro- 
vided an exposure apparatus using near-field light, the 
apparatus comprising: 

a light irradiating means for irradiating light to be 
used for exposure; 

a gap controlling means for controlling the gap be- 
tween an object to be processed and an exposure 
mask; 

a support means for supporting the exposure mask 
having at least a pair of apertures of a size smaller 
than the wavelength of light to be used for exposure 
arranged in a region of a size as large as the wave- 
length of light to be used for exposure; and 
a control means for controlling the intensity of near- 
field light as a function of the aperture density of the 
exposure mask. 

[0015] According to the invention, there is also pro- 
vided an exposure mask comprising at least a pair of 
apertures of a size smaller than the wavelength of light 
to be used for exposure arranged in a region of a size 
as large as the wavelength of light to be used for expo- 
sure. 

[0016] An exposure method, an exposure apparatus 
and an exposure mask according to the invention can 
be adapted to changes in the quantity of light due to var- 
iations in the aperture density so that it is possible to 
produce a micro-pattern for processing operations al- 
most free from variations depending on the aperture 
density. 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 

[0017] FIG. 1 is a schematic illustration of a mask hav- 
ing apertures that give rise to the phenomenon discov- 
ered by the inventors of the present invention. 
[0018] FIG. 2 is a graph showing the intensity of near- 
field light coming out of the apertures of FIG. 1 . 
[0019] FIG. 3A is a schematic illustration of a mask 
showing a high aperture density. FIG. 3B is a graph 
showing the intensity of near-field light coming out of the 
apertures of FIG. 3A. 

[0020] FIG. 4A is a schematic illustration of a mask 
showing a low aperture density and FIG. 4B is a graph 



showing the intensity of near-field light coming out of the 
apertures of FIG. 4A. 

[0021] FIG. 5 is a schematic illustration of the expo- 
sure apparatus of Example 1 using near-field light and 
5 adapted to regulate the quantity of light to be used for 
exposure. 

[0022] FIG. 6A is a schematic illustration of an expo- 
sure mask for near-field light providing a reference for 
comparison purpose to Example 2 and Example 3. FIG. 

10 6B is a schematic cross sectional view of the mask. FIG. 
6C is a graph showing the intensity of light coming out 
of the apertures of FIGS. 6A and 6B. 
[0023] FIG. 7A is a schematic illustration of the expo- 
sure mask for near-field light used in Example 2. FIG. 

*5 7B is a schematic cross sectional view of the mask of 
FIG. 7A. FIG. 7C is a graph showing the intensity of light 
coming out of the apertures of FIGS. 7A and 7B. 
[0024] FIG. 8A is a schematic illustration of the expo- 
sure mask for near-field light used in Example 3. FIG. 

20 8B is a schematic cross sectional view of the mask of 
FIG. 8A. FIG. 8C is a graph showing the intensity of light 
coming out of the apertures of FIGS. 8A and 8B. 
[0025] FIG. 9 is a flow chart of an exposure operation 
of the exposure method of Example 1 . 

25 [0026] FIG. 1 0 is a schematic illustration of an expo- 
sure system used in Example 1 and comprising another 
means for regulating the quantity of light. 

DESCRIPTION OF THE PREFERRED 
30 EMBODIMENTS 

[0027] Now, the present invention will be described in 
greater detail by referring to the accompanying draw- 
ings that illustrate some best modes of carrying out the 

35 invention. 

[0028] In such modes of carrying out the invention, it 
is possible to perform micro-processing operations al- 
most without fluctuations due to aperture density by ap- 
propriately regulating the rate at which the object to be 

40 processed is exposed to near-field light as a function of 
the aperture density of the mask to be used for expo- 
sure. It is also possible to expose the object to be proc- 
essed to light with a uniform near-field intensity by reg- 
ulating the intensity of near-field light if the mask, or 

45 masks, used for the exposure has an aperture density 
that varies in regions of the size of the wavelength of 
light used for the exposure or in regions of a size be- 
tween a half and twice of the wavelength of light used 
for the exposure. 

so [0029] The present invention is based on the finding 
made by the inventors of the invention as a result of in- 
tensive research efforts including a series of experi- 
ments that, when apertures of a size smaller than the 
wavelength of light to be used for exposure are arranged 

55 in a region of a size smallerthan the wavelength of light, 
the intensity of near-field light coming out of the aper- 
tures can be controlled by varying the aperture density. 
The 'aperture' mentioned here may include an aperture 
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having a same dimension smaller than the wavelength 
in any directions such as a circular one, or an aperture 
having different dimensions in the longitudinal and lat- 
eral directions one of which (i.e. lateral dimension) is 
smaller than the wavelength. 5 
[0030] Now, this phenomenon will be described in de- 
tail by referring to FIGS. 1 and 2. 
[0031] Near-field light is generated when a mask hav- 
ing apertures 101 smaller than the wavelength of light 
to be used for exposure as shown in FIG. 1 is irradiated to 
with light. The intensity of the generated near-field light 
varies as a function of the arrangement of the apertures 

101 of a size smaller than the wavelength of light. The 
intensity of near-field light coming out of a region 102 of 

a size as large as the wavelength of light varies between *5 
when the region contains five apertures 101 of a size 
smallerthan the wavelength of light and when the region 
contains only an aperture 101 of the same size. This 
phenomenon was confirmed through observations us- 
ing a scanning near-field optical microscope (SNOM). 20 
[0032] The intensity of near-field light is high when the 
region 1 02 of a size as large as the wavelength of light 
densely contains aperture 101. On the other hand, the 
intensity of near-field light is low when the region 1 02 of 
a size as large as the wavelength of light scarcely con- 25 
tains apertures 1 01 . In FIG. 1 , five regions 1 02 of a size 
as large as the wavelength of light containing respec- 
tively an aperture, two apertures, three apertures, four 
apertures and five apertures are shown. As shown in 
FIG. 2, the intensity of near-field light of the region 1 02 30 
of the size of the wavelength of light containing a single 
aperture is low and the intensity rises as a function of 
the number of apertures contained in the region 102. 
While the intensity of near-field light increases as a func- 
tion of the number of apertures contained in the region 35 

102 of the size of the wavelength of light, the increase 
stops when the region 1 02 is full of apertures and cannot 
contain any more aperture. Referring to FIG. 2, the in- 
tensity of near-field light of the region 102 containing 
four apertures and that of the region 1 02 containing five 40 
apertures (or four apertures and having an aperture out- 
side the region 1 02 to be more accurate) are practically 
same. Differently stated, the intensity of near-field light 

of a region of a size as large as the wavelength of light 
changes as a function of the density of apertures ar- 45 
ranged therein. 

[0033] As pointed out earlier, it is impossible for a sin- 
gle micro-aperture to expose an object to be processed 
to a sufficient quantity of light. However, it is now possi- 
ble to perform a micro-processing operation involving so 
dimensions smallerthan the wavelength of light by using 
a mask for exposure adapted to near-field light on the 
basis of the above described phenomenon. 
[0034] An embodiment of exposure apparatus using 
near-field light utilizing the above phenomenon is de- 55 
scribed belowe by referring to FIGS. 3A, 3B, 4A, 4B and 
5. 

[0035] A system for exposing an object to near-field 
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light with a mask comprises as indispensable compo- 
nents thereof a mask showing a desired pattern for gen- 
erating near-field light, an object to be exposed to light, 
a distance control/drive means for bringing the mask 
and the object to a region (<100 nm) where near-field 
light exists, a stage to be used for two-dimensional align- 
ment and a light source to be used for generating near- 
field light for the purpose of exposure. 
[0036] When generating near-field light with such a 
system, it is necessary to make the front surface of the 
mask 501 to be used for exposure to near-field light and 
the surface of the photoresist applied to a substrate 506 
tightly adhere to each other over the entire surfaces. 
While they may be made to adhere to each other simply 
by bringing them into mutual contact when the surface 
of the photoresist is smooth and flat, a means for making 
the two surfaces tightly adhere to each other needs to 
be provided when the mask surface and/or the surface 
of the photoresist/substrate shows undulations so that 
tightly adhering areas and non-adhering areas can be 
produced if the two surfaces are simply brought to mu- 
tual contact. 

[0037] The quantity of light irradiated per unit area for 
exposure has to be regulated according to the density 
of apertures because the intensity of generated near- 
field light varies as a function of the density of apertures 
in regions of a size as large as the wavelength of light 
of the mask. Near-field light appears with a very strong 
intensity when at least a pair of apertures of a size small- 
er than the wavelength of light are arranged in a region 
of a size as large as the wavelength of light if compared 
with such a region containing only a single aperture. 
Since the intensity of near-field light coming out of a sin- 
gle aperture of a size smaller than the wavelength of 
light is very weak, it takes considerable time before get- 
ting a sufficient quantity of light for exposure. Therefore, 
in the case where a high exposure efficiency is required, 
the objective of obtaining a high exposure efficiency can 
be achieved by utilizing the above described phenome- 
non and using a mask having regions densely contain- 
ing apertures of a size smaller than the wavelength of 
light. More specifically, when using a mask densely con- 
taining apertures of a size smaller than the wavelength 
of light as shown in FIGS. 3A and 3B, the quantity of 
light irradiated per unit area for exposure should be so 
regulated that no over-exposure may occur. On the oth- 
er hand, when using a mask scarcely containing aper- 
tures of a size smaller than the wavelength of light as 
shown in FIGS. 4A and 4B, the quantity of light irradiated 
per unit area for exposure should be so regulated that 
no under-exposure may occur. Any known conventional 
technique may be used forthe purpose of regulating the 
quantity of light irradiated per unit area for exposure. For 
example, when a semiconductor laser is used as light 
source, the quantity of light irradiated per unit area for 
exposure can be regulated by controlling the voltage ap- 
plied to the light source. 

[0038] If the masks to be used for exposure show a 
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constant density of apertures of a size smaller than the 
wavelength of light as shown in FIGS. 3A, 3B, 4A and 
4B, the'quantity of light irradiated per unit area for ex- 
posure can be regulated to a constant level for each 
mask. However, if a mask has regions that differ from 
each other in terms of the density of apertures of a size 
smaller than the wavelength of light, the quantity of light 
irradiated per unit area for exposure can vary because 
the intensity of near-field light varies from region to re- 
gion in the same mask due to the above described phe- 
nomenon. 

[0039] In a case where the mask has a pattern having 
high aperture density regions and low aperture density 
regions, a technique for regulating the quantity of light 
irradiated per unit area for exposure may be broadening 
the apertures of regions where the aperture density is 
low. 

[0040] Another technique may be the use of a high 
light transmittivity material for the mask substrate in low 
aperture density regions so as to raise the intensity of 
light to be used for generating near-field light in low ap- 
erture density regions and make the mask surface to 
produce near-field light with a uniform intensity regard- 
less of high aperture density regions and low aperture 
density regions. 

[0041] With any of the above described techniques, it 
is possible to regulate the quantity of light irradiated per 
unit area for exposure depending on the pattern of mi- 
cro-apertures for the operation of exposing the object to 
be processed to near-field light. 
[0042] Now, the present invention will be described in 
greater detail by way of examples, although the present 
invention is by no means limited to the examples. Ex- 
ample 1 

[0043] FIG. 5 is a schematic illustration of the expo- 
sure apparatus of Example 1 using near-field light and 
adapted to regulate the quantity of light to be used for 
exposure. 

[0044] In FIG. 5, reference numeral 501 denotes a 
mask to be used for exposure to near-field light having 
an aperture pattern 504 that is to be transferred to the 
object to be processed. The mask 501 comprises a 
mask matrix 502 and a metal thin film 503. The mask 
501 shows only thin film in areas where micro-apertures 
504 are arranged for the reason as will be described 
hereinafter. The mask501 is thick in the remaining areas 
so that the thin film may be supported. 
[0045] The space arranged on the rear surface of the 
mask 501 (the space located on and above the rear sur- 
face in FIG. 5) is airtightly sealed by a pressure regulat- 
ing container 505, whose internal pressure can be reg- 
ulated. The object to be processed Is prepared by form- 
ing a photoresist layer 507 on the surface of a substrate 
506. The photoresist 507/substrate 506 is fitted onto a 
stage 508 and the substrate 506 is aligned two-dimen- 
sionally relative to the surface of the mask 501 for ex- 
posure to near-field light by driving the stage 508. Then, 
the stage 508 is driven in the direction of the normal to 



the mask surface until the front surface of the mask 501 
for exposure to near-field light and the surface of the 
photoresist 507 on the substrate 506 are adhered to 
each other over the entire surfaces with a gap less than 
5 100 nm separating them, if any. 

[0046] Thereafter, light 51 0 emitted from light source 
509 for exposure is collimated by a collimator lens 511 
and led into the pressure regulating container 505 
through a glass window 512 so as to irradiate the rear 
10 surface (the upper surface in FIG. 5) of the mask 501 
with light in order to expose the photoresist 507 to near- 
field light seeping out through the micro-apertu re pattern 
504 formed in the metal thin film 503 laid on the front 
surface of the mask matrix 502 of the mask 501 . 
is [0047] A material to be used for photoresist in ordinary 
semiconductor processes may also be used for the pho- 
toresist 507. While the range of wavelength that can be 
used for exposing the material of photoresist to light is 
between about 200 and about 500 nm, a wide choice of 
20 materials may be available to the photoresist 507 at rel- 
atively low cost to provide a high degree of process free- 
dom if they are adapted to g rays and i rays with a wave- 
length range between 350 and 450 nm. 
[0048] The light source 509 for exposure needs to 
25 emit light having a wavelength good for the exposure of 
the photoresist 507. If a photoresist adapted to g rays 
and i rays is selected for the photoresist 507, a HeCd 
laser (wavelength: 325 nm, 442 nm), a GaN type blue 
semiconductor laser (wavelength: 410 nm), a second 
30 harmonic generation (SHG) laser or third harmonic gen- 
eration (THG) laser of infrared laser or a mercury lamp 
(g rays: 436 nm, i rays: 365 nm) may be used for the 
light source 509 for exposure. 
[0049] Now, the method to be used for causing the 
35 mask 501 to be used for exposure to near-field light and 
the photoresist/substrate to tightly adhere to each other 
will be described by referring to FIG. 5. As pointed out 
above, while the mask 501 and the photoresist/sub- 
strate may be made to adhere to each other simply by 
^0 bringing them into mutual contact when the surface of 
the photoresist is smooth and flat, tightly adhering areas 
and non-adhering areas can be produced if the two sur- 
faces are simply brought to mutual contact when the 
mask surface and/or the surface of the photoresist/sub- 
45 strate shows undulations. 

[0050] Therefore, the mask 501 for exposure to near- 
field light is made to be elastically deformed and bent 
by applying pressure to the rear surface of the mask 501 
in the direction toward the front surface thereof so that 
so the mask 501 may be tightly pressed against the pho- 
toresist 507/substrate 506 and adhere to the entire sur- 
face of the latter. 

[0051] FIG. 5 illustrates a technique for applying pres- 
sure to the rear surface of the mask 501 for exposure to 
55 near-field light. Referring to FIG. 5, the mask 501 is ar- 
ranged in such a way that its rear surface faces to the 
inside of the pressure regulating container 505 and high 
pressure gas is introduced into the pressure regulating 
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container to make the internal pressure of the pressure 
regulating container 505 higher than the atmospheric 
pressure. Alternatively, the inside of the pressure regu- 
lating container 505 may be filled with liquid that is trans- 
parent relative to light 510 emitted from the light source 
509 for exposure and the pressure of the liquid in the 
pressure regulating container 505 may be regulated by 
means of a cylinder. 

[0052] Still alternatively, high pressure gas may be in- 
troduced into the pressure regulating container 505 from 
a pressure regulating means 51 3 to increasethe internal 
pressure of the pressure regulating container 505 in or- 
der to cause the front surface of the mask 501 for expo- 
sure to near-field light to tightly and uniformly adhere to 
the surface of the photoresist 507 over the entire sur- 
faces thereof. With any of the above tech niques for pres- 
sure application, uniform repulsive force acts between 
the front surface of the mask 501 for exposure to near- 
field light and the surface of the photoresist 507 on the 
substrate 506 due to the Pascal's principle. Therefore, 
both the front surface of the mask 501 for exposure to 
near-field light and the surface of the photoresist 507 on 
the substrate 506 are free from any local excessive 
force. Similarly, the mask 501 , the substrate 506 and the 
photoresist 507 are exempted from any local destruc- 
tions. 

[0053] The pushing or adhesion force between the 
mask 501 for exposure to near-field light and the pho- 
toresist 507/substrate 506 can be controlled by regulat- 
ing the internal pressure of the pressure regulating con- 
tainer 505. For example, if the surface of the mask and 
that of the photoresist/substrate show large undulations, 
any uneven gaps that may be produced between the 
surface of the mask and that of the photoresist/substrate 
due to the undulations can be eliminated by raising the 
internal pressure of the pressure regulating container 
505 and hence the adhesion of the two surfaces. 
[0054] While the rear surface of the mask for expo- 
sure to near-field light is made to face the inside of a 
pressurizing container so that pressure is applied to the 
front surface of the mask from the rear surface thereof 
due to the pressure difference between the internal 
pressure of the pressurizing container and the lower at- 
mospheric pressure so as to make the mask tightly ad- 
here to the photoresist/substrate in the above descrip- 
tion, the front surface of the mask for exposure to near- 
field light and the photoresist/substrate may alternative- 
ly be arranged in a depressurizing container so that 
pressure is applied to the front surface of the mask from 
the rear surface thereof due to the pressure difference 
between the internal pressure of the depressurizing 
container and the higher atmospheric pressure. In short, 
it is only necessary to make the pressure on the rear 
surface of the mask for exposure to near-field light high- 
er than the pressure on the front surface thereof in order 
to produce a pressure difference there. 
[0055] After the exposure to near-field light, the mask 
for exposure to near-field light and the photoresist/sub- 



strate are separated from each other in a manner as de- 
scribed below. 

[0056] The internal pressure of the pressure regulat- 
ing container 505 is reduced to a level lower than the 

5 atmospheric pressure by means of the pressure regu- 
lating means 513 and the metal thin film 503 on the mask 
501 for exposure to near-field light is peeled off from the 
surface of the photoresist 507 on the substrate 506. 
[0057] When the internal pressure is reduced by this 

10 means, uniform attractive force acts between the front 
surface of the mask 501 for exposure to near-field light 
and the surface of the photoresist 507 on the substrate 
506 due to the Pascal's principle. Therefore, both the 
front surface of the mask 501 for exposure to near-field 

15 light and the surface of the photoresist 507 on the sub- 
strate 506 are free from any local excessive force. Sim- 
ilarly, the mask 501 , the substrate 506 and the photore- 
sist 507 are exempted from any local destructions. 
[0058] The attractive force or the pulling force be- 

20 tween the mask 501 for exposure to near-field light and 
the photoresist 507/substrate 506 can be controlled by 
regulating the internal pressure of the pressure regulat- 
ing container 505. For example, absorptive force be- 
tween the surface of the mask and that of the photore- 

25 sist/substrateis large, the pulling force can be increased 
to facilitate the separation of the mask and the photore- 
sist by selecting a relatively low internal pressure for the 
pressure regulating container. 

[0059] If the front surface of the mask for exposure to 
30 near-field light and the photoresist/substrate are ar- 
ranged in a depressurizing container so that pressure is 
applied to the front surface of the mask from the rear 
surface thereof due to the pressure difference between 
the internal pressure of the depressurizing container 
35 and the higher atmospheric pressure as described 
above, the internal pressure of the container has to be 
made higher than the atmospheric pressure when sep- 
arating the mask and the photoresist. 
[0060] In short, it is only necessary to make the pres- 
to sure on the rear surface of the mask for exposure to 
near-field light lower than the pressure on the front sur- 
face thereof in order to produce a pressure difference 
there. 

[0061] Now, the technique to be used for regulating 
45 the quantity of light emitted from the light source 509 for 
exposure will be described by referring to FIGS. 3A, 3B, 
4A, 4B and 5. 

[0062] The operation of exposing the object to be 
processed to near-field light that is conducted in the 

so above described mode may require masks with various 
patterns in order to expose the object to different pat- 
terns of light. The aperture density varies from mask to 
mask and hence the use of only the light source 509 for 
exposure cannot produce the quantity of emitted light 

55 desired for each of the patterns. Therefore, the quantity 
of light emitted from the light source 509 needs to be 
regulated by a quantity-of-light regulating means 514. 
[0063] The quantity-of-light regulating means 514 is 
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adapted to regulate the quantity of light emitted from the 
light source 509 as a function of the aperture density. If, 
for instance, the user needs to regulate the quantity of 
light emitted from the light source 509 as a function of 
the density of the apertures formed as patterned in the 
mask by means of a computer, the quantity-oMight reg- 
ulating means 514 is the computer. 
[0064] The quantity of light emitted from the light 
source 509 may be regulated appropriately by recording 
information on the aperture density on the mask to be 
used for exposure in advance so that the exposure ap- 
paratus can read out the information necessary for reg- 
ulating the quantity of light. FIG. 9 shows the flowchart 
of the operation of exposing the object to be processed 
to near-field light when the information on the aperture 
density of the mask to be used for the operation is re- 
corded on the mask and FIG. 1 0 shows the configuration 
of the exposure system. As a mask is placed in position 
in the exposure apparatus of the present invention, the 
apparatus reads the information on the aperture density 
recorded on the mask by a reading means 515. The ap- 
propriate quantity of light to be used for the exposure is 
determined by a quantity-of-light-for-exposure deter- 
mining means 516 on the basis of the read-out informa- 
tion and the quantity of light emitted from the light source 
for exposure is regulated by changing the voltage ap- 
plied to the light source if the light source is a semicon- 
ductor laser. With this arrangement, the quantity-of-light 
regulating means 514 is formed by the mask information 
reading means 515 and the quantity-of-light-for-expo- 
sure determining means 516. 

[0065] When a same quantity of light is irradiated to 
apertures of a size smaller than the wavelength of light, 
near-field light comes out more strongly from a mask 
showing a higher aperture density as shown in FIGS. 
3A and 3B than from a mask having a lower aperture 
density as shown in FIGS. 4A and 4B. Therefore, the 
quantity of light emitted from the light source needs to 
be reduced by the quantity-of-light regulating means 
514 to avoid over-exposure when using a mask as 
shown in FIGS. 3A and 3B, whereas the quantity of light 
emitted from the light source needs to be increased by 
the quantity-of-light regulating means 514 to avoid un- 
der-exposure when using a mask as shown in FIGS. 4A 
and 4B. 

[0066] Thus, in the example, an appropriate quantity 
of light can be obtained by regulating it when one or 
more than one masks 501 with different aperture densi- 
ties are used. 

[0067] If a mask showing different aperture densities 
in itself is used, the mask may be positionally shifted 
and the object to be processed may be exposed to near- 
field light twice or more than twice. 

Example 2 

[0068] The configurations of the masks of this exam- 
ple will be described by referring to FIGS. 6A through 



6C and 7A through 7C. The masks of this example op- 
erate as ordinary masks and also as quantity-of-light 
regulating means described above by referring to Ex- 
ample 1 . FIGS. 6A and 6B show a mask showing differ- 
5 ent aperture densities in itself and FIGS. 7A and 7B 
show a mask that operates both as mask and also as 
quantity-of-light regulating means. 
[0069] Referring to FIGS. 6A and 6B, like the mask 
501 of Example 1 , the mask 601 comprises a mask ma- 

10 trix 602, a metal thin film 603 and a micro-aperture pat- 
tern 604 formed in the metal thin film 603. The mask 601 
differs from the mask 501 in that the density of micro- 
apertures in regions 606 of a size as large as the wave- 
length of light varies from region to region in the same 

15 mask 601 . It will be appreciated that the density of micro- 
apertures of the pattern normally varies in a same mask 
in photolithography operations. 
[0070] When the mask 601 is used for exposure in the 
exposure apparatus of Example 1 , the intensity of near- 

20 field light 605 seeping out of the mask can vary from 
region to region as long as the aperture density of the 
mask varies from region to region even if the quantity of 
light emitted from the light source can be regulated from 
mask to mask (see FIG. 6C). Therefore, while the quan- 

25 tity-oMight regulating means 51 4 is controlled appropri- 
ately for exposure according to the aperture density of 
each region in the mask in Example 1 , the mask 701 as 
shown in FIGS. 7A and 7B is used to regulate the quan- 
tity of light in this Example. Like the mask 601 , the mask 

30 701 comprises a mask matrix 702, a metal thin film 703 
and a micro-aperture pattern 704 formed in the metal 
thin film 703. The aperture density of the micro-aperture 
pattern 704 of the mask 701 can vary from region to re- 
gion. 

35 [0071] With the mask 701 , the aperture width is made 
to vary as a function of the density of aperture in a spe- 
cific region to regulate the intensity of generated near- 
field light 705 and hence the quantity of light that the 
object to be processed is exposed. 

40 [0072] Since the intensity of generated near-field light 
is raised as large apertures 706 are used, the intensity 
of near-field light is raised in a region of the mask 701 
showing a low aperture density by broadening the ap- 
ertures there in order to realize an intensity of near-field 

45 light same as that of the other regions. With this arrange- 
ment, a uniform intensity of near-field light can be real- 
ized for the apertures of any regions of the mask 701 
during the operation of exposing an object to be proc- 
essed to near-field light so that the object may be uni- 

50 formly exposed to light. While the intensity of near-field 
light is raised by broadening the apertures of a region 
where the aperture density is low in the above descrip- 
tion , it may alternatively and co nversely so arranged that 
the intensity of near-field light is reduced by narrowing 

55 the apertures of a region where the aperture density is 
high in order to realize a uniform intensity of near-field 
light. In short, the aperture width and the quantity of light 
may be regulated to realize a desired aperture width and 
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a desired aperture density for the pattern to be formed 
on the object. 

Example 3 

[0073] In this example, an exposure mask comprising 
a mask matrix whose transmittivity can be modified as 
a function of the aperture density of each region of the 
mask where the aperture density can vary from region 
to region. FIGS. 8A and 8B schematically illustrate the 
exposure mask of this example. 
[0074] As in Example 2, the intensity of near-field light 
seeping out of the mask can vary from region to region. 
Therefore, in this example, the intensity of near-field 
light is controlled by varying the transmittivity of light be- 
ing transmitted through the mask. 
[0075] Referring to FIGS. 8A and 8B f the mask 801 
has regions 807 of a size as large as the wavelength of 
light where the aperture 804 density can vary from re- 
gion to region. Therefore, the intensity of near-field light 
805 coming out of the mask can vary from region to re- 
gion. Thus, the quantity of light per unit area irradiated 
from the light source 509 for exposure and getting to the 
metal thin film 803 is regulated by modifying the trans- 
mittivity of the mask matrix 802 in order to realize a uni- 
form intensity of near-field light. 
[0076] The intensity of near-field light can be raised 
by reducing the thickness of the mask material or re- 
placing it by a matrix 806 showing a higher transmittivity 
in a region where the aperture density is low to conse- 
quently increase the quantity of light that the region re- 
ceives. With this arrangement, near-field light coming 
out of the mask can be made to show a uniform intensity 
to realize a uniform exposure operation (see FIG. 8C). 
While the transmittivity of the matrix is changed in the 
above description, the same effect of uniformly expos- 
ing the object to be processed to light can be obtained 
conversely by depositing a very thin metal film on the 
matrix in a region showing a high aperture density by 
evaporation or the matrix is replaced by a matrix show- 
ing a lower transmittivity in the region. 
[0077] As described above in detail, according to the 
invention, there are provided an exposure method and 
an exposure apparatus using near-field light for expo- 
sure with which the quantity of light that an object to be 
micro-processed receives per unit area can be regulat- 
ed as a function of the aperture density of the mask to 
be used for the exposure operation. There is also pro- 
vided with an exposure mask particularly adapted to 
such an exposure method and such an exposure appa- 
ratus. 

[0078] According to the invention, it is now possible 
to expose an object to be processed to near-field light 
with a uniform intensity by regulating the intensity of 
near-field light even when masks whose density of ap- 
ertures of a size smaller than the wavelength of light in 
a unit region of a size as large as the wavelength of light 
can vary from mask to mask or a mask having regions 
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where the aperture density vary from region to region is 
used. 



5 Claims 

1. An exposure method using near-field light, said 
method comprising: 

w a step of controlling the position of an exposure 

mask to control the distance between the expo- 
sure mask and an object to be processed so as 
to make the object to be located in a region 
where near-field light is present; and 

15 a step of exposing the object to be processed 

to light by controlling the intensity of near-field 
light as a function of the aperture density of the 
exposure mask. 

20 2. An exposure method according to claim 1 , wherein 
the intensity of near-field light is controlled by 
reducing the quantity of light coming from a light 
source as the aperture density of the exposure 
mask increases and increasing the quantity of light 

25 coming from the light source as the aperture density 
of the exposure mask decreases. 

3. An exposure method according to claim 1 , wherein 

the intensity of near-field light is controlled by 
30 modifying the aperture width of the exposure mask 
for regions of the exposure mask showing different 
aperture densities. 

4. An exposure method according to claim 1 , wherein 
35 the intensity of near-field light is controlled by 

modifying the transmittivity relative to light for expo- 
sure in regions of the exposure mask showing dif- 
ferent aperture densities. 

40 5. An exposure method according to claim 4, wherein 
the transmittivity is controlled by using mate- 
rials showing different transmittivities relative to 
light for exposure for the mask matrix. 

45 6. An exposure apparatus to be used for an exposure 
method according to any of claims 1 through 5. 

7. An exposure apparatus using near-field light, said 
apparatus comprising: 

50 

a light irradiating means for irradiating light to 
be used for exposure; 

a gap controlling means for controlling the gap 
between an object to be processed and an ex- 
55 posure mask; 

a support means for supporting the exposure 
mask having at least a pair of apertures of a 
size smaller than the wavelength of light to be 
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used for exposure arranged in a region of a size 
as large as the wavelength of light to be used 
for exposure; and 

a control means for controlling the intensity of 
near-field light as a function of the aperture 5 
density of the exposure mask. 

8. An exposure apparatus according to claim 7, 
wherein 

said control means forcontrollingthe intensity 10 
of near-field light is a means for regulating the quan- 
tity of light from the light irradiating means as a func- 
tion of the aperture density of the exposure mask. 

9. An exposure apparatus according to claim 7, « 
wherein 

said control means forcontrollingthe intensity 
of near-field light is a means for varying the aperture 
width in regions of the exposure mask showing dif- 
ferent aperture densities. 20 

10. An exposure apparatus according to claim 7, 
wherein 

said control means for controlling the intensity 
of near-field light is a means for varying the trans- 25 
mittivity in regions of the exposure mask showing 
different aperture densities. 

11. An exposure apparatus according to claim 10, 
wherein 30 

the transmittivity of the mask matrix varies in 
regions of the exposure mask showing different ap- 
erture densities. 

1 2. An exposure mask comprising at least a pair of ap- 35 
ertures of a size smaller than the wavelength of light 

to be used for exposure arranged in a region of a 
size as large as the wavelength of light to be used 
for exposure. 

40 

13. An exposure mask according to claim 12, wherein 

the aperture width varies in regions of the ex- 
posure mask showing different aperture densities. 

14. An exposure mask according to claim 12, wherein *s 

the transmittivity varies in regions of the ex- 
posure mask showing different aperture densities. 

15. An exposure mask according to claim 14, wherein 

the transmittivity of the mask matrix relative to so 
light to be used for exposure varies in regions of the 
exposure mask showing different aperture densi- 
ties. 
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